Empires tend to have similar lives to those of the living organisms. They are born, they grow, they prosper and flourish, and then they eventually decline and fall. The same observation applies to the Byzantine Empire whose history is composed of succession of periods of growth and decline. Yet the Byzantine Empire, or Eastern Roman Empire, outlasted its Western counterpart by roughly one millennium. There were several deeply critical moments during this time span that threatened its very existence, but somehow the Byzantine Empire recovered and existed until 1453 when it was finally extinguished by Ottoman Turks. Thus, two questions arise: how did Byzantines manage to survive in spite of all those reverses and crises? What could be possibly learned from the Byzantine experience with crisis management even today? In an attempt to answer these questions two crucial periods of Byzantine history are shortly discussed. First is an extraordinary crisis occurred during the reign of Emperor Herakleios (610-641), and second is an attempt for renewal that took place during the reign of Alexios Komnenos (1081-1118). Both emperors managed to stop and reverse the effects of decline that plagued the Byzantine Empire during their agitated reigns, and were even capable to restore its fortune for a while.
historia magistra vitae or even older traditional passion for history passed down to the Byzantines from ancient Greek historians. 3 It seems that this positive attitude towards history is being more and more overlooked nowadays. Most of the today's elite are politicians, bureaucrats, technocrats whose education in history is questionable or inadequate. Moreover, the world as we know it is seemingly plagued by constant crisis of various kinds; economic, political, cultural, etc. There is urging need for crisis management skills in our world of today.
Contemporary historians should be able to use the potential of their occupation and show that history is not just an antiquated deviation of few individuals, but on the contrary that it can actually provide directions and offer time proven measures that did always work in the past and therefore will work in the future as well.
From this point of view history of Byzantine Empire is a perfect place to look for such indications. Byzantium, after all, lasted almost one millennium. 4 It survived not just one or two, but several deeply critical periods during its life; following three generations after the IV th crusade of 1203-1204 it was in fact virtually non-existent, then in 1261 it came suddenly back to historical scene, and it was only terminated in 1453 because of crushing superiority of the Ottoman Turks. Therefore one could unequivocally and rightly suggest that the Byzantines had territories in Asia Minor to Seljuk Turks following the fateful battle of Mantzikert in 1071 6 , northeastern part of the Balkans was constantly threatened by nomadic Pechenegs 7 , and the western approaches of the Empire were soon to become an area of Norman invasion masterminded by energetic and resourceful Robert Guiscard (1059-1085). 8 In addition to a truly horrific "international" situation also the internal affairs of Byzantium were in the state of chaos and disorder. Because of decades of negligence the state finances were scarce, the golden currency of Byzantium debased down from 24 to 8 carats (keratia) and there were at least six variations of golden coin with different fineness in gold in circulation. 9 As a result of recent territorial losses the tax collection was equally disrupted and the state apparatus was breaking down. 10 The Byzantine Empire was nearly bankrupt.
According to the extensive narrative found in the Alexias by Anna Komnene, Alexios took several very important steps right at the very beginning of his reign. To reassess his control over administrative apparatus inherited from his less competent predecessors Alexios created only three months after his ascension to imperial throne (in July 1081) a brand new position of logothetes ton sekreton. 11 In order to control the expenses in issuing honorific titles and salaries connected to them which were defining who in Byzantium was a member of the elite and who was not, Alexios in one stroke just simply cancelled lower ranks and placed a new block of titles above the rank of sebastos 12 , henceforth reserved to the members of his family, his close personal followers and allies. 13 This particular step brought about the accusation voiced by John Zonaras that Alexios Komnenos was running the state as his family household and no longer as an empire. 14 There is some measure of truth in this nearly contemporary critique 15 , for Alexios
